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This book makes the self-cultivation of Daoist internal alchemy available to everyone. Avoiding
predetermined academic categories, it provides an outline of basic concepts in conjunction
with evolutionary theory as well as easily accessible practice instructions. Done correctly, the
practice provides numerous benefits, including freedom from disease, an extended life
expectancy, increased wisdom, and more. This helps everyone! The work opens the powerful
esoteric system of internal alchemy to a wide, general audience, lifting it out of obscurity and
mystification while yet retaining a strong hold in historical sources. A must-read for anyone
interested in traditional Chinese cosmology, Daoist practice, and the active pursuit of a
healthier and longer life!
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GrandmotherLi GuigNhB(1901-1973)A Memorial in Her HonorThe life of my grandmother has had a
direct influence on the writing of this book. She had two boys, the first of whom was my father.
Soon after the second was born, my grandfather died. She decided not to remarry and instead
worked to support the family. In 1953, when I was two years old, my mother fell ill and died.
After that, my grandmother took over my upbringing. �In 1970, I contracted a serious disease,
and she took care of me in the hospital 24 hours a day. She was a devout Buddhist, always
reading sutras and chanting incantations to the bodhisattvas. In 1973, when her end drew near,
she said to me, “Don’t be sad, but spend more time studying religions.” She said that many
bodhisattvas had come to her hospital room, welcoming her to the eternal world. Then she
passed with a smile. �After this, I transferred my major from engineering to philosophy, but after
receiving the B.A., I found myself betraying philosophy since I deeply disliked its more
speculative side and especially Western forms—however much they were of theoretical interest
—because they did nothing much to help solve the problems of human life. �I duly took up the
study of Buddhism in graduate school, but again found it disappointing. Except Tantrism, nearly
all Buddhist schools stress the reading and interpretation of the sutras, believing that one can
become a Buddha only through disciplined practice over many lives of transmigration and
rebirth. Therefore, I continued to seek a system that would actually address the problems of
current living. �Eventually, I came across Daoist internal alchemy. Its master Zhang Boduan
(987?-1082) said, “No longer waiting for other lives through many rounds of transmigration, I
now have acquired the supernatural powers of Buddhism.” This was very inspiring. I have since
then spent several decades studying and practicing internal alchemy. This book is the
result.IntroductionThis book makes the self-cultivation of Chinese internal alchemy available to



everyone. It is a practice simpler, easier, more comfortable, and more effective than Indian
yoga, Daoist meditation, or Buddhist insight. Its practice provides excellent health in a short
period of time as well as a new understanding of life and world, leading to an overall
improvement of the quality of life. �Chinese alchemy divides into the two areas of external
(waidanY�N9) and internal (internal alchemyQgN9). The former is a form of early chemistry and as such
can be easily understood, while the latter is an esoteric system and thus tends to be shrouded
in mystery. Over the past century, many scholars have attempted to interpret it, using different
academic categories, including philosophy, psychology, physiology, biochemistry, and qigongl#RŸ. It
is still not clear, however, whether any of them really came close to explaining it, as none of
them have provided a fully satisfactory explanation. �I would, therefore, like to start from another
angle. Avoiding predetermined academic categories, I propose to dive right into an outline of its
basic concepts while providing simple and satisfactory explanations, then follow those up with
detailed and easily accessible instructions on how to practice. �When people hear of internal
alchemy, they think it is just a kind of ancient lore, a dead subject, something that exists only in
the reference shelves of the library and has nothing to do with our lives. However, it is in fact a
very practical subject, based on the physical training of adepts and the enhanced states of life
they experience. Practicing its methods, everyone can gain numerous benefits, including
freedom from disease, an extended life expectancy, increased wisdom, and more.Connection
to ScienceThis book is entitled Internal Alchemy for Everyone, indicating that it presents the
system in an easily understandable way. It not only describes internal alchemy as a theory, but
also makes it available through experimental verification and wide application. Interpreting its
concepts, I invoke the terms of evolutionary theory, because the approaches of both are
similar. The theory of evolution is that the human body and mind took many millions of years to
evolve into what it is today. Compared to other animals, human beings have high intelligence,
the result of this long period of evolution. Based on evolutionary theory, we expect the people
of the future to have even larger brains, higher intelligence, and longer life expectancy—a
vision that results in pictures of them as aliens with large heads. This vision of human evolution
is highly relevant to internal alchemy, since its practice enhances human capabilities—physical,
mental, and spiritual. �Modern science has contributed greatly to the expansion of human
knowledge; however, the unknown still far exceeds the known. Historically, adepts of internal
alchemy carefully observed the changes in human life and discovered that there is a cosmic,
vital energy called qi l# in the body that controls survival and lasts beyond death. By expanding
and transforming this energy, people can evolve more rapidly. This cosmic power or vital
energy appears in the form of gas in the body, activated at several points, most notably the
Compass Center (guizhong‰•N-). When the yang spirit (yangshen–}y^) enters it, the original substance
of the human being is formed into a newly evolving entity, which alchemists call the holy fetus
(shengtai€V€Î). �Its composition and development are different from the sexual creation of children,
since it comes about due to a process of self-insemination and asexual reproduction. Because
men do not have a womb, it grows in the Compass Center for ten months, then moves to the
brain for nine years. This feature also holds true for women who have a womb. The holy fetus
as based on cosmic energy will developed and grow in the brain for nine years, which is why
the brain gets larger and manifests aspects similar to those occurring during the rapid evolution
of the human race. The theory may sound incredible, but in many ways it is compatible with
science and biology. �Over the last several thousands years, Chinese adepts have actively
practiced both by themselves and in religious communities. Even today, they follow their
masters and work according to the methods recorded in the classics, practicing every day.
Although each person is different, most people have similar results: they live longer, are free



from disease, and become wiser. As this study shows, adepts who successfully practice and
develop the holy fetus evolve rapidly. Their heads become larger and their wisdom grows
substantially; they can understand others by mere thought and without words, even the
members of other species. Their vision and hearing are much more acute than those of
ordinary people, and some even develop supersensory powers. �However, not every practitioner
successfully grows the holy fetus, only those of high moral standing who practice rigorously.
Morals here have little to do with ancient Chinese ethics; rather, they indicate the importance of
internal purity. A lack of ethics means the commitment of even minor misdeeds, which, buried
deeply in the subconscious, turn into practice barriers. In addition, there are also people
unsuited for internal alchemy, and some may experience various problems in the process. To
attain basic health and long life, a hundred days of first-stage practice is the simplest, easiest,
and most effective way, suitable for everyone. �In terms of human evolution, internal alchemy
can contribute much to a better understanding and more rapid development. There is no
reason that knowledge going back a thousand years is not worth learning. When acupuncture
was first introduced to the West, it proved efficacious, yet people did not know why. It worked
on the basis of the ancient Chinese theory of energy conduits and meridians, without any
modern scientific concepts, terminology, or precise instruments. Still, its theory was thorough
and profound. The holy fetus is just like that: it is not an empty theory or metaphor. Although
the overall success rate of internal alchemy is unknown, for over a thousand years many
practitioners managed to gain great benefits. To me, it is both immensely practical and
consistent with modern science and with what we know of the human body-mind, even if some
of its concepts are still beyond modern scientific knowledge. �Recent research on out-of-body
and near-death experiences has revealed much about the mystery of life. When a spirit or soul
is felt to float above the body in the near-death state, this closely echoes what internal
alchemists describe as the holy fetus leaving the body. Once fully matured, the holy fetus
breaks through the top of the head, then looks down on the physical body, which appears as if
dead. Practitioners can control whether the fetus reenters or leaves the body forever, which
places them in marked contrast to Western patients. In addition, the holy fetus may develop
supernatural powers and ascend to the immortals.Internal PracticeAlthough internal alchemy
forms part of Daoism, this does not mean that only Daoists can practice it. Daoism goes back
several thousands of years, developing from the careful observation of nature by ancient
masters. Its philosophy was first formulated by Laozi€�[P (ca. 500 BCE), the ancient thinker whose
vision stands at its root. In his wake, many Chinese masters have reflected on nature and its
laws, prominently considering issues of health and longevity as well as the attainment of
eternal life. Therefore, many wise men in traditional China pursued the practice of internal
alchemy. The modern quest for better health and an increased life expectancy has much in
common with their key concerns, however much they work with different concepts and
paradigms. �It is important to understand the major concepts and key theories that underlie
internal alchemy as well as verify their value in actual practice. Theories must have a practical
application, otherwise they are just empty words. Ideally, once a theory is activated in
experience, it should be easily verifiable as well as offer benefits to humanity. As a result,
internal alchemists tend to emphasize that practice is more important than theory. Most
practitioners do not start with the intention to create a holy fetus, but undertake self-cultivation
to attain health and longevity. For this, practicing the methods of Stage One for a hundred days
should suffice—that is, if one is of average health. People in very good health may not even
take that long, while those in ill health may need longer. �This book describes the practices in
great detail, providing several model schedules for daily practice and precise instructions



regarding location, clothes, food, sleeping arrangements, and more. Everyone can attain
excellent health if they practice properly. However, higher-level practices of Stages Two to Four
are not equally suitable for all. Their pursuit and attainment depend on individual qualifications
and dedication. Generally, the practice offers the following benefits: �1. Increased
longevity. People today are getting older than those of the past, mainly due to advances in
medicine and fewer wars of mass destruction. Still, the human life span, the natural limitation of
human life, commonly set at 120 years, is not actually lengthened despite this being an ancient
dream of humanity. Ancient Chinese alchemists managed to attain very long lives by
experimenting with their bodies. Applying their techniques, I believe, it is possible to extend
human life by 5 to 50 percent, depending on the degree, quality, and length of individual
practice. �2. Freedom from disease. All people hope that they do not get sick, but for most this is
impossible. Even just catching a common cold, they are cast down and in misery. Internal
alchemy allows us to realize a lifetime free from disease, establishing a level of immunity and
resistance quite different from that in ordinary people, one that holds firm even during sudden
temperature changes or extreme weather conditions. �3. Healing. Severe diseases, of course,
require medical treatment, but internal alchemy allows the easy healing or alleviation of minor
and/or chronic conditions. Its effect is obvious. �4. Perfect body. Not only will internal alchemy
help to bring the body back to its natural level of health, but it also corrects any irregularities,
like being too fat or too thin. Also, other common physical issues disappear, such as lack of
strength or insomnia. �5. Increase in wisdom. Both mental concentration and precision in
thinking improve greatly through the practice. Memory, intelligence, learning capability, and
analytical powers all grow substantially. �6. Reversal of entropy. Once practitioners attain a high
level, several features of reversal tend to appear. They include: � �A. White hair turns black or
recovers its oriinal color. � �B. Hair falls out and grows back completely. � �C. Any reduced hearing or
eyesight is restored. � �D. Lost teeth grow again in their original place. � �E. One attains a childlike
complexion and look upon reaching the stage of the holy fetus. � �F. At the same stage, with
dedicated and continuous practice, the body becomes light while retaining its original size; the
size of the head may even increase. � �G. Upon completion of the holy fetus, one attains various
supernatural and supersensory powers. All these features may seem impossible, but they are
commonly described in ancient Chinese alchemical records and manuals. �7. Profound
understanding. Upon reaching a high level of attainment, practitioners gain deep insight into
the inherent veracity of religions and the mysteries of the universe. Many have frequent
mystical experiences and can directly experience the truth of sacred texts, intimately
perceiving the great mysteries of life. �8. Eternal life. The holy fetus, after being nurtured to
maturity over a period of nine years, eventually breaks through the top of the adept’s head to
enter the cosmic spheres, where it enjoys a permanence beyond life and death, possibly opting
for rebirth in yet another physical body as it pleases.Outline of the BookDescribing these
various features, this book divides into two parts. The first part (chs. 1-7) outlines the overall
theory and general principles of internal alchemy, providing a necessary foundation that
everyone should read, even if they are mainly interested in experience. The second part (chs.
8-14) focuses on practice, describing each stage in the order of procedure, including ample
references to the classics. If you really want to dedicate yourself to everyday practice, you must
follow the list of rules since misguided or ignorant practice may have serious consequences. �
More specifically, the section on theory presents the development of internal alchemy in
ancient China as well as its ultimate purpose. Previous studies have tended to see this as the
pursuit of health and longevity, but I think that its core goal is transcendent life. In this context, I
outline the historical development of internal alchemy, beginning with Laozi, the ancient thinker



at the root of Daoism, exploring what exactly the relationship is between his thought and the
world of internal alchemy. After that, I focus on two highly important representatives of internal
alchemy, Wei Boyang›OO/–} (fl. 2nd c. CE) and Zhang Boduan _5O/zï (987?-1082), briefly outlining their
main ideas. �Next, I present the basic concepts of internal alchemy, which also form part of
Daoist thought, expressing them largely in modern terms to make understanding easier.
Among all the concepts, the most important is the idea of the holy fetus, often also called the
immortal embryo. Holy in this context obviously stands opposite to ordinary, but how exactly is
this fetus holy? How does it differ from the embryo of regular pregnancy? How can a male get
pregnant with it? These and other questions are discussed in detail, as well as the theories
and visions of immortality, the ultimate result of creating a perfect holy fetus. �The part on
practice first dispenses with the erroneous notion that the purpose of internal alchemy is to
make the physical body eternal. This is blatantly wrong, mainly because, even if we managed
to double our average life expectancy or increase the biological human life span, a time would
still come when we have to face death. The highest goal of Daoist practice is the attainment of
immortality, which is more a spiritual and less a physical state. Its end result is the true person
or perfected (zhenrenw�Nº), an eternal being refined on the basis of the human body. �To practice
successfully, adepts must fulfill all sorts of conditions, lest they cause damage to their body.
Quite a few people completely have realized the ultimate goal, as ancient documents attest. I
present these, detailing their successes while also emphasizing various potential hazards and
danger. Also, the practice comes in distinct steps and stages, each manifesting in different
states of body and mind. Once this is understood, the system becomes simple, clear, and easy
to pursue. �All this leads to a new vision and more precise definition of internal alchemy in
modern terms and concepts as well as the confirmation that it presents a great way to increase
the speed of human evolution. Based on many decades of practice, I can attest that the human
body has supernatural powers beyond the wildest imagination of ordinary people. These
normally would take ten thousand or more years of natural evolution to develop, but internal
alchemy brings them into our grasp here and now.PracticalitiesAny study of internal alchemy
faces numerous difficulties, beginning with the esoteric nature of the sources and the highly
specialized, technical language of the texts. Original sources are hard to understand, even for
the Chinese. Not only is Classical Chinese a highly complex and sophisticated language, but
its writing was restricted to the upper classes and learned communities who delighted in
esoteric concepts and obscure formulations, using each character both with precision and
ambiguity, enriched by context and content. �Beyond this, internal alchemy is not a unified
system but consists of numerous schools, each with its own take on things. Their members
relied heavily on oral transmission within trusted master-disciple lineages. Masters, moreover,
feared that their essential concepts and core theories might fall into the wrong hands or would
not be passed on properly to later generations, and thus used written documents only as
supplementary aids, often expressing themselves in poetry. It is not that they liked to write
poetry, but verse, rhythmic and often rhymed, had several advantages. It was easy to memorize
and recite, lent itself to partial or impressionistic expressions of content that only initiates and
advanced disciples could understand, and was simple to copy and hand down. �Working within
this framework, my goal is to clarify internal alchemy for Western readers, hoping to offer them
a new, scientific perspective and thus a better overall understanding. I also wish to present
both theory and practice in equal measure, giving detailed descriptions of the latter. Internal
alchemy needs to be experienced to be understood, involving actual practice as much as
scientific validation in addition to theoretical appreciation. This, moreover, also necessitates a
good grasp of Daoism and its relation to the alchemical tradition. �To ensure that anybody can



understand internal alchemy, I have endeavored to keep concepts simple and straightforward,
taming more abstruse ideas and focusing more strongly on general notions. This made it
necessary to exclude quite a few of the more difficult and complicated aspects and to minimize
the use of philosophical terms. Over the last several millennia, thinkers of internal alchemy
have developed numerous philosophical concepts and terminologies. While it is certainly of
value to understand them within their particular theoretical systems, this is neither the only nor
the best or easiest approach. It is much better to work with them on the basis of practice. For
this reason, this book, unlike some studies, does not present much philosophical discussion,
but focuses on the most fundamental and original level of alchemical thought. �Throughout, I rely
heavily on traditional texts and original sources. I cite numerous passages from the scriptures,
allowing readers to see just how alchemists work with the written word, and especially with
poetry. My goal is to let primary sources speak directly to modern readers. In contrast, I do not
dwell extensively on the history of internal alchemy, but refer to other relevant studies for more
information.Part OneTheoryChapter OneStudying AlchemyForms of PracticeLooking at
Chinese history, it is quite obvious that alchemy developed because people longed for
longevity and the attainment of immortality. Its earliest form was external or operative, working
with compounding natural substances and heating ingredients in a crucible (Needham et al.
1974). Later it was internalized and became internal alchemy, the creation of an elixir within the
body through refining sexual and other forms of energy (Needham et al. 1976; Kohn and Wang
2009). In contrast to external practitioners who hoped to gain longevity or immortality by
swallowing a chemically-based elixir, adepts of internal alchemy have never been primarily
concerned with life extension. �Even its first text, the Zhouyi Cantong qiThf�SÃT�YQ (The Seal of the Unity of
the Three Based on the Zhou [Book of] Changes, DZ 999;[1] trl. Pregadio 2011; hereafter
abbreviated Cantong qi), associated with Wei Boyang, defines becoming a true person or
perfected as its ultimate aim (Pregadio 2011). A true person is someone who ascends to
heaven, transcending life and death, thus reaching eternal life. The Chinese word for true, zhen
w�, is the opposite of jiaPG, which means fake or false. Anyone living in the realm of birth and death
is essentially fake, since he or she does not have eternity. In other words, the term “true
person” implies the idea of eternity. �Both branches of Chinese alchemy call their tradition the
Way of the Golden Elixir (jindan zhi dao‘ÑN9NK•S). Gold (jin‘Ñ) represents a state of constancy and
immutability—found in precious metals externally and in the immutability of the adept’s body
after absorbing the elixir internally. It also manifests in the golden hue the adept’s body emits
after he or she fully completes the practice. As Zhang Boduan notes in his Wuzhen pian `Ÿw�{Ç
(Awakening to Perfection, DZ 263, chs. 26-30; trl. Cleary 1987; Pregadio 2009), “The entire
body emits a golden light; I do not speak of it to ordinary people.”[2] In his Qinghua biwen —RƒïyØe‡
(Secret Text of Clear Florescence, ZW 150),[3] he says, “After first completing the elixir, . . . it is
gradually nurtured by true gold to become a pure, golden body, so the golden light radiates
through the adept’s entire body, . . . The elixir is called the golden elixir, and the adept is called
a golden immortal.”[4] �Eternal life comes into it when adepts in external practice physically
ingest an elixir (danN9) to become immortal or, in internal alchemy, when they produce an elixir
within the body by refining sexual energy into pure yang spirit. In either case, the elixir has
profound powers of transformation. As Zhang Boduan notes, “The elixir is the greatest treasure
in the material body; once completely refined, it can effect infinite transformations.”[5]
Especially the external elixir tended to consist of various noxious substances and was highly
poisonous—one reason for the shift toward more internal practice, which first became
pronounced in the late Tang dynasty (618-907) (Pregadio 2006).Research ModesResearch
studies of internal alchemy, both in East and West, have worked mainly in four dimensions:



philosophy, psychology, biochemistry, and qigong cultivation. �Philosophy is by far the oldest,
going back over a thousand years in China and centering on key concepts, such as yin and
yang, lead and mercury, and the five phases (wood, fire, earth, metal, and water). Especially
yin and yang present fundamental concepts of Chinese culture, applicable to all sorts of
dimensions of world and life. In internal alchemy texts, they may refer to theory or practice,
which has caused some uncertainly in understanding (Robinet 2011).  �Over the past
hundred years, Western philosophy has begun to influence Chinese thought, inspiring scholars
to apply epistemology to interpret internal alchemy. Although this offers a new presentation, it
still does not touch the core—which goes far beyond theory and centers on practice, always
closely linked to verification of concepts through actual experience. Overall, we can thus say
that, despite many years of philosophical discussion and interpretation, the approach of
philosophy does not offer a perfect interpretation. �Psychology is a lot more recent. Its impact on
the study of alchemy began in 1929 with the German translation of two Qing-dynasty
documents by the China scholar Richard Wilhelm (1873-1930) in cooperation with, and
commentary by, the psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1875-1961). The texts are the Taiyi jinhua
zongzhiY*NY‘Ñƒï[—eè (The Secret of the Golden Flower, ZW 334; trl. Wilhelm 1962; Cleary 1992), associated
with the immortal Lü DongbinTBm�ŒÓ (b. 798?), and the Huiming jingagT}}“ (Scripture of Wisdom and Lif
ZA 131), by the cultivation master Liu Huayanggóƒï–} (1735-1799). In his translation, Wilhelm links
notions of internal alchemy with Western psychological concepts, for example, by relating
consciousness and unconsciousness to cognitive spirit (shishen‹Xy^) and primordial spirit
(yuanshenQCy^). �In his commentary, Carl Jung describes the practice of internal alchemy as a way
to return to the unconscious state of the deep mind, facilitating the manifestation of the
Collective Unconscious. He argues that our states of mind combine consciousness, individual
unconsciousness, and the Collective Unconscious. The phrase, “egress of the pure yang spirit,”
he interprets, “We do not understand what the text means when it speaks of detaching
completely from the world, and we do not want to understand it” (Tong 1993). � How and what,
then, is this consciousness that has completely detached itself? Psychologists have no answer
to this question. The mysterious, and mystical, experiences of advanced adepts cannot be
accurately explained by science. Despite the two scholars’ laudable efforts and valiant attempts
to gain scientific access to internal alchemy, the transcendental phenomenon of spirit remains
elusive. The only way to understand it is through personal practice. Thus, I continue to
emphasize that experience is more important than theory. �Biochemistry represents the next
approach to the study of internal alchemy. Its main representative is Joseph Needham
(1900-1995), documented notably in his series, Science and Civilisation in China (1976). He
and his collaborators present a complete history of Chinese alchemy, offering an overall
exposition with much detailed information that has led to numerous other inquiries in recent
years. The key to this approach is the examination of chemical and biological reactions,
ultimately verified by objective scientific tests undertaken in a laboratory. �Comparable Western
medical techniques, such as artificial insemination, in-vitro fertilization, and various test-tube
experiments, make the embryo formation quite obvious. However, in internal alchemy it all
takes place within the adept’s body, and it is hardly possible to examine the joining of the yang
spirit in the Compass Center in a scientific laboratory. All this means, then, that we still depend
on the experiences and reports by practitioners, possibly getting some ideas from biochemistry
but no in-depth analysis. �Last but not least, modern qigong cultivation can shed some light on
internal alchemy. The two have much in common, but are not identical. For forty years, since
the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, masses of people have practiced various forms of
qigong for health and longevity. They never even considered internal alchemy, which was not



on the government’s horizon, either. Today, many people understand internal alchemy as a
rather strange precursor of qigong, speaking about it in various documents, publications, and
practice sessions. Still, the mass movement is a far cry from the highly specialized alchemical
practice and, despite superficial similarities, does not shed much light on it.Problem
FactorsInternal alchemy is a most difficult subject to study. Although present for over a
thousand years, it is still obscure, and people do not understand it. Several factors have
contributed to this situation. First, it is fundamentally an esoteric system: masters transmit their
teachings orally and do not typically commit anything to writing. The belief is that they would be
punished by heaven for possibly revealing things to the uninitiated. �Yet, at the same time,
masters also worry about interrupting the transmission of the system to the next generation if
they do not leave any written documents behind. As a result, they end up writing obscure
treatises and expressing themselves in poetry. Avoiding clear documentation of key principles
in a book, they also resort heavily to metaphors—all the while stressing that adepts must seek
masters and learn by direct contact and through oral transmission. �Another key feature of
internal alchemy is that, in their effort to set up a great overarching system, the authors of
major texts tend to focus on correlative thinking. Any statement or theory accordingly can apply
to either external or internal practice. The writings of Wei Boyang and Zhang Boduan are prime
examples. In addition, many phrases can apply to either solo practice or dual cultivation, that
is, be read as referring to individual efforts or those undertaken in cooperation with the
opposite sex. All this is further complicated by later writers, who not only followed earlier
masters but also developed their own readings and interpretations. �Taken together, this means
that scholars, whether in ancient or modern times, are having quite a hard time understanding
the texts correctly and in some depth. Some spend a lifetime of study yet never fully
comprehend the works. In face of this situation, I have adopted the following approach. �First, I
consider internal alchemy as an integrated system fully functioning in itself, which means it has
no need to borrow terms or concepts from other systems, such as external alchemy. I clearly
distinguish, therefore, physiological alchemy from proto-chemistry, seeing the two systems as
very different. While internal alchemy texts borrow many terms from operative alchemy,
including lead, mercury, Yellow Sprout, White Snow, and more, I do not think they are
necessary for a proper understanding and can be safely ignored in this presentation. This
eliminates a great deal of complication, opening an easier access to the original face of
internal alchemy. �Second, I think that internal alchemy is an experimental science, which
cannot be studied only in theory. It is best to read the writings of previous practitioners as the
results of experiments they undertook in their own bodies and apply them to our own practice. �
Third, I find it essential to clearly read the basic concepts, examining the writings not only of
master alchemists such as Wei Boyang and Zhang Boduan, but also more general works,
including the works of Laozi and ZhuangziƒŠ[P (369-286 BCE) and the medical texts associated
with the Yellow Emperor (HuangdižÃ^�). Internal alchemy, after all, stands at the end of millennia of
development of Daoist concepts, terms, and ideas, many closely related to its process of self-
cultivation and immortal transformation. �Altogether, there are over a thousand volumes of texts
on internal alchemy, most of them full of metaphors, symbols, technical terms, and
cosmological or philosophical concepts, such as yin and yang. It is nearly impossible to
examine them all in depth to clarify their meaning, even after a lifetime of study. The variety of
sources, moreover, has led to the situation that scholars differ in their reading and
interpretation of many aspects. Not only do they bring different approaches to bear, but they
are also limited by their choice of sources and use of terminology. �In addition, a key factor is
that they usually do not express the notions of internal alchemy in modern terms and concepts,



but continue to echo ancient ideas, hoping to grasp what they meant a thousand or more years
ago. All of this contributes greatly to the overarching confusion about the meaning and practice
of internal alchemy. It is changing only gradually, as some scientists have begun to look at the
issues and are offering interpretations with the help of modern scientific terms, however limited
these may be in their turn. �Based on previous readings, scientific studies, and my own practice,
I propose a reconstruction of internal alchemy as an integrated system. To me, it is not
particularly complicated. From the very beginning, as documented in Wei Boyang’s Cantong qi,
it has had three major components: Daoist thought, the Yijing f�}“ (Book of Changes), and
operative alchemy. While the theories presented in this classic are new and unique in many
ways, they suffer from the fact that they borrow the terms of external alchemy and the
symbolism of the Yijing. Since the Cantong qi applies various terms that do not belong to
internal alchemy itself, the text has been quite difficult to understand. Still, it has remained
highly influential: since its completion in the early middle ages and well into the 19th, nearly all
writings on internal alchemy have followed its model, including also the Wuzhen pian. They
equally share its obscurity of style and content. �To clarify the overall system, scholars from the
four major disciplines mentioned above have applied various theoretical frameworks, including
phenomenology, psychoanalysis, and hermeneutics. For the most part, these efforts have
resulted in even more complicated explanations. �In contrast, I propose a simple outline that
allows people to understand internal alchemy with ease and recovers the simplicity of its
original structure. I present a few basic concepts and key principles, reasoning by deduction on
the basis of textual analysis and practical application. To me, it makes perfect sense when
Zhang Boduan says, “Those advancing find it simple and straightforward; those deviating find it
confusing and complicated.”[6] Thus, I propose to reconstruct the system of internal alchemy in
a way that is simple, easy to understand, and in accordance with modern science. �At the same
time, I respect the nature of the tradition as esoteric, which means much of its deeper
mysteries must remain secret and cannot be explained in distinct, open language. It is a major
characteristic of internal alchemy to be paradoxical: the system needs to be transmitted yet
also kept mysterious. As Wei Boyang notes, “I have learned much by talking with the wise; how
can I possibly put it all in writing? If I restrain my tongue and keep it unclear, I am guilty of
disrupting the way. If I write it clear and easy, I worry about betraying the secrets of heaven.”[7]
This is the crux of the matter.Reconstructive MeasuresI propose four measures to make
reconstruction of the system possible: purification, simplification, popularization, and scientific
explanation. �By purification I mean the elimination of all sorts of extraneous and superfluous
terms and concepts. From the very beginning in the Cantong qi, descriptions of internal
alchemy have utilized terms from external alchemy as well as concepts from traditional
philosophy, such as yin-yang cosmology, Chinese medicine, and the Yijing. All these
contributed to Wei Boyang’s major system, which expressly integrates the three dominant
strands of Daoist thought, the Yijing, and alchemy. However, to me all these extraneous
concepts are unnecessary, because internal alchemy itself is a complete system. They should
be eliminated so that we can recover its original dimensions.

Foundations of Internal Alchemy: The Taoist Practice of Neidan, Daoist Nei Gong: The
Philosophical Art of Change, Practical Tai Chi Training: A 9-Stage Method for Mastery, Holistic
Medicine and the Extracellular Matrix: The Science of Healing at the Cellular Level, Flowing
Zen: Finding True Healing with Qigong, Taoist Shen Gong Qigong for Meditation: A Complete

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/rARkL/Internal-Alchemy-for-Everyone-Chungtao-Ho


Exercise Based Health Training Manual, Decoding the Dao: Nine Lessons in Daoist Meditation:
A Complete and Comprehensive Guide to Daoist Meditation, Fox Magic: Handbook of Chinese
Witchcraft and Alchemy in the Fox Tradition, Immortal Fang's Longevity Qigong: Rubbing the
Abdomen to Prevent Illness and Prolong Life, A Comprehensive Guide to Daoist Nei Gong,
Qigong Grand Circulation For Spiritual Enlightenment (Qigong Foundation), The Way of
Complete Perfection: A Quanzhen Daoist Anthology, The Daoist Tradition: An Introduction,
Tranquil Sitting: A Taoist Journal on Meditation and Chinese Medical Qigong, Clouds Over
Qingcheng Mountain: A Practice Guide to Daoist Health Cultivation, Daoist Cultivation, Book 1:
Fundamental Theory and Philosophy : Explanation of Qigong, Neigong and Neidan, Yiquan
360: Internal Factors and Training Concepts for All Internal Art Enthusiasts, Daoist Sleeping
Meditation: Chen Tuan’s Sleeping Gong, The Secret of Secrets: The Secret of the Golden
Flower, Fifteen Essays to Establish the Teaching: A Founding Text of Complete Reality Taoism
(Kindle Neidan Texts Book 4)

Bruce Booker, “the unvarnished truth. The author appears to be speaking from direct
knowledge, and not trying to obscure anything. It's important for people to know what it really
takes to reach certain achievements, and what the cost is.”

Cris N., “Good Study of Neidan but Difficult to Practice. I haven't the read the entire book yet,
but I did peruse through the chapters and read through various sections. It's a thorough study
with good research on the meditative Daoist practice of "Internal Alchemy" (Neidan). There
was an older review of this book which complained that if you look at the rigorous requirements
to accomplish the goal of internal alchemy (spirit immortality), it's clearly not "for everyone". I
think he/she was right about that. Most people can't pull it off, at least not the kind of of Internal
Alchemy as taught in this book.However, this book definitely teaches you Internal Alchemy in a
clear and systematic way that everyone can understand, so it is very useful in that regard. The
only other resource I've found that summarizes Internal Alchemy and its main concepts in a
complete yet concise and simple way is Xun Liu's book "Daoist Modern" (which discusses the
life and teachings of Chen Yingning).Now, the problem with Internal Alchemy as taught by the
major schools of Daoism truly is that it's extremely difficult and essentially requires becoming
something like a celibate monk/nun or hermit to get the job done. I have heard there are some
schools/lineages of Daoism in which it only takes a few years of practice (still living in hermit-
like conditions) to accomplish the goal of creating an immortal spirit-body, after which one can
basically return to normal life. However, the main Daoist schools such as Quanzhen and
Nanzong generally teach very rigorous practices, and the ultimate goal of immortality is
virtually inaccessible to the average person.That being said, people need to remember that
there is a distinction between two types of Daoist meditative practices: Qigong and Neidan
(Internal Alchemy). They are not the same thing even if there is a connection. Numerous types
of Qigong practices are something the average person can easily do. Qigong involves both
moving practices (Donggong) as well as non-moving practices (Jinggong) such as
standing/"posting" and sitting meditation. In Qigong meditation, practices such as Xingqi ("Qi
Circulation") and the Microcosmic Orbit (something which is key to Neidan as well) can bring
great benefits. They won't allow one to become a "Spirit Immortal", but at least normal people
can practice them.”

vishnu, “Authentic. Great book.Extraordinary details of internal alchemy. It would take a very



determined person to practice what is written. A book to keep in the library for every serious
internal martial artist.”

The book by Chungtao Ho has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 9 people have provided feedback.
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